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I

The Jewish minorities of Europe never had (and never wanted) an army or a navy or a police force. For over a thousand years, these minorities have been peaceful stateless cultures on European territory that have aspired to what are today known as human rights, specifically the right to maintain distinct religion, traditions, and culture, and to be left in peace to pursue their lives. Sadly the generally poor European record on tolerance culminated in the annihilation of most of European Jewry during the Holocaust. But that near-destruction makes it today, in the dawn, we hope, of the era of the “New Europe,” even more important that we not only lament the past, but work hard to preserve the remnants of the victim cultures. And the best way to do that is to support university and other serious educational projects that enable preservation of the cultural treasures of Europe’s weakest minorities. Our focus today will be on Lithuanian Jews, known as the Litvaks (Yiddish Lítvakes).

The various Jewish cultures of Europe early on developed firm geographic notions that came to be based on lasting internal Jewish cultural criteria, irrespective of “what army won the last war.” The borders of these CULTURAL TERRITORIES rarely match modern political boundaries. Lita (Yiddish Líte, traditional East European Hebrew Líto), or Jewish Lithuania, corresponds to an area that today includes the republics of Lithuania, Latvia, Belarus, parts of northeastern Poland, northern Ukraine, and even small chunks of western Russia. In fact, the territory of Lita makes for a much better match-up with the lands captured by the Grand Duchy of Lithuania by the mid fourteenth century, a fact that immediately reveals the antiquity of Jewish settlement of this region. And, it was with an ironic smile that the new Lithuanian republic’s delegate to the peace talks after World War I, himself a Yiddish speaker, asked for all the territory that Jews call “Lithuania.” And it was also with a wry smile that a Yiddish scholar at a recent conference in New York pointed out that the only language common to all of the territory of the medieval Grand Duchy of Lithuania is — Lithuanian Yidish. History is indeed full of ironies.

But where does Lithuanian Jewry come from?


A thousand years ago, the European period in Jewish history was launched with the establishment of new Jewish culture areas, each of which named itself playfully, recycling a Biblical name. The Jews of the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal) called their new land Sepharad, and themselves Sephardim. In the Hungarian lands, it was Hagar (or Hogor), in the Slavic region Knaan. And, in the vast Germanic region of central Europe it became Ashkenaz, and its Jewish people — Ashkenázim. Ashkenaz was destined to become one of the largest Jewish culture areas in history. In light of a series of national Jewish tragedies, its Jews spread northward, southward and above all — eastward.

Medieval Central Europe was sinking in religious and racial hatred of its peaceful Jewish minority, which was almost constantly accused of the murder of Christ, of desecrating the host, with the “blood libel” accusations of using Christian blood for the baking of Passover matzahs, poisoning the wells, and much more. The hate turned to mass murder on many occasions, including most lethally the Crusades (from 1096 onward). The armed bands seeking to recover the Holy Grail in Jerusalem decided to murder the “local infidels” first. There were the Rindfleisch series of massacres in 1298, the murders and burnings following the Black Death of 1348 and 1349, and numerous local outbursts of violence as well as frequent expulsions.


During most of this period, things were vastly better in the Slavic and Baltic lands of Eastern Europe. Contrary to many modern-based stereotypes, the models for tolerance, pluralism and multiculturalism were in the east. The kings of Poland and (especially) the Grand Dukes of Lithuania were, compared to their western counterparts, “enlightened liberals” (as anachronistic as that phrase might sound), who issued edicts of religious and cultural toleration and physical protection, in order to encourage Jewish migration (which they sought for reasons ranging from the building of urban-type economies to international trade). The charters granted to the Jews by the Polish Prince Boleslav V in 1264, and the Lithuanian Grand Duke Vytautas (Witold) in 1388 and 1389, were among the confidence building measures that paved the way for mass migration of Jews eastward, and ultimately led to a uniquely Eastern European development of Ashkenazic culture. Vytautas’s second charter of 1389, issued to the Jews of Grodna, stands out particularly as a remarkable document about the equal rights of all people. For the Jews of Lithuania (and we must remember it is the vast territory of Lita we refer to, not the modern borders of the Republic of Lithuania), Vytautas became “the Cyrus of Lithuania,” so named after the great sixth century BC king of Persia who reversed the Babylonian Exile of 586 BC, returning religious and national freedom to the ancient people of Israel. Given the grand history of tolerance, it is particularly painful to have to note that in the Holocaust, the rate of murder of Lithuania’s Jews, around 95% (closer to 100% if we subtract those who fled to Russia in the first days of the war in June 1941), was the highest in Europe. But the need to confront the Holocaust must never obscure the need to study and perpetuate the culture so endangered by it.

The single major characteristic of Lithuanian Jewish civilization was an emphasis on learning and scholarship. In earlier times, this study-based society had at its core Talmudic scholarship. Many moderns have serious misconceptions about what the world of Talmud is all about. It starts with the Torah (the Pentateuch), includes the rest of the Hebrew Bible, and comprises the Mishna (in Hebrew), completed around 200 AD in Palestine, and the Gemora (popularly itself called the Talmud), of which there are two (both in Aramaic). The Palestinian Talmud was sealed in 400 AD, and the more authoritative and now classic Babylonian Talmud, in 500 AD. Thousands of commentaries have been inspired by it over the last millennium and a half. Although it has its religious components, Talmudic literature is a vast and variegated literature. The extensive, continually growing Talmudic literature (mainly in the genre of the commentary upon a given text) covers every sphere of life, from civil law to personal behavior and ethics; from the structure of the ancient Temple in Jerusalem to the days of the yearned-for Messiah-to-come. The overwhelmingly greatest part of Talmudic literature, however, fits into what we would today call jurisprudence. It is a literature based on debate of intricate points of law and legalistic logic that call for sharp thinking, analytic originality, and acute memory. This was a society where the most prestigious “thing” a man could buy for himself and his family was not a vehicle or a property, not gold or jewels, but a son-in-law who had true academic talent.


In the sixteenth century, poor Lithuanian Jewish communities were giving their last pennies to “import” prominent scholars from other countries. By the seventeenth, their yeshivas (higher Talmudical academies) were themselves turning out top European masters, such as Shabsay Hakoyhen (1621—1662), affectionately known as “the Shakh,” an acronymic from the name of his best known commentary); and Moyshe Rivkes, the great Vilna scholar who fled the city during the Russian-Polish war of 1655, and made his way to Amsterdam. There he was paid well to edit and see through the press a great code of Jewish law. But he went beyond his remit and suggested textual emendations in getting to the bottom of many difficult passages. After finishing, he returned to his beloved Vilna to spend his last years. He left his money not to his immediate family but to future generations, stipulating that a trust fund be set up to support any great scholars who might in the future emerge. As it happens, one of his direct descendants two hundred years later, Elijah of Vilna, or Eylióhu der Vílner góen, the famed Gaon or genius of Vilna (1720—1797) was, thanks to his ancestor’s foresight, able to devote his entire life to study and scholarship. 


And, by the early nineteenth century, Vilna (Yiddish Vílne, Ashkenazic Hebrew Vílno) the historic capital of Lithuania, had already affectionately become known as “Yerusholayim d’Lita” or Jerusalem of Lithuania. One tradition has it that the name was bestowed by Napoleon during those eighteen days he made the city his headquarters in the summer of 1812, when he was captivated by the intensity of Jewish life in the city.


The Gaon of Vilna’s methodology bears a striking resemblance to many methods of modern literary and textual scholarship. Where prevalent rabbinic style often resorted to far-fetched “clever” escapes from contradictory or unclear passages, the Gaon often dared to declare that over hundreds (and in some cases thousands) of years of copying and recopying, many errors crept into the Talmudic texts. He often suggested emending the text, or, as modern scholars might put it, he would frequently reconstruct a hypothesized proto-text using context, logic, comparison of similar surviving passages, and of course, common sense. He developed his ancestor’s work on one code of law and applied the resulting evolved system to the entirety of the Talmud and Talmudic literature. 


But the Gaon’s contributions did not stop with Talmud. He wrote tracts on grammar, trigonometry, and other secular sciences. Today a debate rages as to whether his methods did or did not contribute, directly or indirectly, to the secularization movements that were “knocking at the door” of Lithuanian Jewry. One thing is for sure though: the Gaon’s and Lithuanian Jewry’s love of learning and knowledge could not confine itself to the traditional yeshiva curriculum. That the greatest Lithuanian Jewish scholar himself “crossed the border” says much in itself.


The Gaon and his close disciples led the campaign against Hasidism, the new mystical Jewish movement that emanated from Podolia in the Ukraine in the eighteenth century and spread through large parts of the areas to the south of Lithuania. As these Lithuanian Jewish scholars saw it, Hasidism was fanatical, intellectually lightweight, stressing long, ecstatic prayer sessions to avoid the hard mental toil of scholarship. Perhaps worst of all, the Hasidim were seen to deify a rébbe (dynastically reigning grand-rabbi thought to have special links with the divine, and whose powers were said to be passed from father to son). The majority of Lithuanian Jews, who opposed Hasidism, came to be known as Misnágdim (which means literally “protestants” or “opponents” although by Christian analogy they would be the “Catholics” maintaining the authority that was there before…).


In 1802, five years after the Gaon’s death, his most prominent pupil, Chaim of Valozhin, set up a new yeshiva in the town of Valozhin (then in the Russian Empire’s Province of Vilna, now in Belarus). It quickly became the mother of Lithuanian yeshivas and inspired the rise of dazzlingly successful new academies in Mir (now in Belarus), Telz (now Telšiai, Lithuania), Slabodka (now the Viliampolė section of Kaunas), and other small towns that were to become major “concepts” in Jewish history (and whose derivative yeshivas continue to thrive in the United States and Israel).


One of the best nineteenth century descriptions of Valozhin (then the “Harvard” of the world’s yeshivas) sums it all up: students felt free to stand on their benches and vigorously contradict what the lecturer was saying, as long as they had a textual, factual basis for doing so.


That defines the Lithuanian way in traditional scholarship: a good student is one who finds grounds to contradict accepted teaching, to bring in new ideas and interpretations. All these Lithuanian Jewish traits were to play a huge role in the secular and modernist movements soon to arise among the ranks of these very Talmudists.


There was however one Lithuanian group of Hasidim who sought to combine serious Talmudic scholarship with exuberance in prayer and belief in a hasidic rebbe: the group known as Chabad (khabád, an acronym for three Hebrew words meaning “wisdom”, “understanding”, “knowledge”), which has come to be known after its early center in the town of Lubavitch. This is the movement known today for its extensive outreach programs. Its founder was Shneur-Zalmen of Lyozna (near Vitebsk), who lived from  1745 to 1813.

II

By the nineteenth century, Lithuania became home to new and radical modernist and secularist Jewish movements. The initial impetus may well have come from Berlin and the circle around the German-Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn (1729—1786), who had, in the late eighteenth century, led a bitter campaign against Yiddish, and against distinctive Jewish dress and cultural mores. The idea was to do away with Jewish cultural and anthropological features, and to turn the Jews of Germany into “Germans of the Mosaic Faith.” But this “Berlin Enlightenment” in its original form met with no success in the deeply Jewish, entirely Yiddish speaking environment of Lita. 


But what did happen will forever be studied as a remarkable case of opposing cultural forces “banging into each other” and giving rise to an innovative, creative third way. Instead of ditching Hebrew and Yiddish in favor of one of the official national languages, East European Jewish cultural leaders, with Lithuania in the forefront, thoroughly retooled and reworked both Yiddish and Hebrew to enable these languages to be used for the most modern of European forms, from the avant-garde novel and poem to the political proclamation. Jewish heritage was being masterfully fused with modern Europe.


The creators of  modern Hebrew poetry came from the depths of Jewish Lithuania. They include Adam Hakohen [Odem Hakoyen], pen name of Avrom Dov-Ber Lebensohn, 1794—1878), and Yehude-Leyb Gordon, 1831—1892. And, so did the founders of modern Hebrew prose, Avrom Mapu (1808—1867) and Peretz Smolenskin (1840—1885). Thanks to these Litvak creators of modern Hebrew literature, it became apparent that a serious modern literature could be created in a language that nobody spoke as an everyday vernacular. But then, wonder of wonders, one of the most stubborn Litvaks of all time, Leyzer Perlman, from a shtetl called Luzhik (now Luzhky, Belarus), after moving to Paris and then Jerusalem, and changing his name to Ben-Yehuda, singlehandedly revived Hebrew as a spoken language.


The Yiddish language, although it arose in earliest Ashkenaz around a thousand years ago, and although it had a literature going back to the thirteenth century if not earlier, was thought of at the time, in the nineteenth century, as a folk language at best. Inspired by the successes of many of the smaller national languages of Europe in developing modern national cultures, a movement developed throughout Jewish Eastern Europe (then divided between the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires) to build Yiddish into a modern European language capable of the finest nuances in any modern genre. Unlike Hebrew, which had an ancient classical ring to it, Yiddish was the rich everyday vernacular of millions of European Jews. It combines three great language families (Germanic, Semitic and Slavic) which fused and intermingled in a highly unique and specially “Yiddish way,” giving the language the expressiveness and wealth for which it is renowned.


The founder of modern Yiddish literature, Mendele Moykher Sforim (pen name of Sholem-Yankev Abramovitsh, c. 1836 — 1917), came from Kapúle, in the depths of Lita (now Kopyl, Belarus). His two most prominent early followers, Sholem Aleichem (Sholem Rabinowitz, 1859—1916) and Y. L. Peretz (1852—1915) came from the Ukraine and Poland respectively. The three, each hailing from a different “third” of Jewish Eastern Europe, made way for a modern Yiddish literature with roots throughout East European Jewry.


And, along with modern literature in Hebrew and Yiddish came the revolutionary movements that generally sought to synthesize the radical political and social agenda of the day with the rich internal Jewish culture. The two most prominent movements were Zionism and Jewish Socialism, both of which rose, to a large extent, in Lita. 


The deep attachment of parts of Lithuanian Jewry to the Land of Israel is often traced to the Gaon’s aborted trip there and to the successful migration of a group of his disciples shortly after his death. Many of the founders of East European Zionism, including Peretz Smolenskin and Shmuel Mohilever, hailed from Lithuania. For years Vilna was the movement’s center. A galaxy of leaders of the State of Israel, from Chaim Weitzmann and Zalman Shazar to Menachem Begin and Shimon Peres, all came from deep Lithuanian Jewish territory.


One of the prime founders of the second major modern Jewish secular movement, Jewish socialism, was Aaron Lieberman (1845—1880), a native of Luna, a shtetl near Grodna, who joined Aaron Zundelevitsh’s circle of young revolutionary Jews in Vilna in the 1870s. Lieberman went on, after migrating to London, to issue the first Jewish socialist proclamation. In 1876 he founded the world’s first Jewish socialist union, and followed up with a trade union.


And, it was in an attic on Antokol Street (now Antakalnis) in Vilna in 1897 that the Jewish Labor Bund was secretly founded. Its prime mover was Arkady Kremer (1865 — 1935), a native of Svintsyán (now Švenčionys, Lithuania), north of Vilna. In the years to follow, its most charismatic leader was Esther Frumkin (1880 —  c. 1938), a native of Minsk. She became known belovedly simply as “Esther” in Jewish revolutionary circles, and was the first major thinker to unite the Bund’s socialism with Yiddishist ideology — the notion of building a modern national minority culture in the everyday language of the people. At the Chernowitz Language Conference of 1908, which proclaimed Yiddish a national language of the Jewish people, Esther had fought long and hard for the more radical resolution calling for recognition of Yiddish as the national language.


The foremost ideologist of the Yiddishist movement (which played a vital role in inspiring the ascent of Yiddish literature to the level of the great European languages) was Chaim Zhitlovsky (1865—1943), a native of Ushatsh, a shtetl near Vitebsk. The small but vibrant foundation that bears his name in New York today continues to publish Yidishe kultur, the world’s leading Yiddish literary magazine.


Marc Chagall (1887—1985) of Lyozna, near Vitebsk, no doubt heads the list of artists hailing from Jewish Lithuania, but there were scores of others, including Jacques Lipschitz (1891—1973), and Chaim Soutine (1893—1943). Their modernism cannot be understood without recourse to the culture in which they grew up and which influenced their work profoundly, sometimes in obvious and sometimes in more subtle ways.

III

World War I brought the end of the Russian Empire. It was replaced by a group of new republics. Suddenly, the Litvaks, who had been in one country for most of their history (the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, the Lithuanian-Polish Commonwealth and then the Russian Empire), suddenly found themselves citizens of the Republics of Lithuania (capital: Kaunas), and  Latvia (Riga), and the northeastern part of the Polish republic, which then included Vilna (Polish Wilno), Grodna, Brest (Yiddish Brisk), and Pinsk. Another large group found itself in the Belorussian Republic of the new Soviet Union (now eastern Belarus, with its capital, then as now, at Minsk).


Like many generalizations the following is flawed, but nonetheless provides a first orientation into the life of Lithuanian Jewry between the world wars. In the two major Litvak non-Soviet states, Lithuania and northeastern Poland, traditional Talmudic learning flourished. In the realm of modern secular culture, the Jews in Kaunas-centered independent Lithuania tended much more toward Hebrew and Zionism; those in the Vilna region and other parts of the Polish republic leaned much more toward Yiddish, Yiddishism, socialism and especially Bundism. In the Belorussian republic, and especially its capital Minsk, a major branch of Soviet Yiddish literature (especially poetry) developed, but was cut down during Stalin’s purge there in 1937, which resulted in the murder of nearly all the leading authors and cultural figures. One of the very survivors, Hirsh Reles, recently celebrated his ninetieth birthday in Minsk, and we are very pleased to welcome him to Vilnius University’s summer program in Yiddish language and culture each year.


In Vilna, modern Yiddish scholarship rapidly developed in the 1920s and 1930s  into a discipline of research and teaching that could compete with nation-state languages. The aura of the city was such, that major scholars of Yiddish philology, literary history and folklore from all over the traditional Jewish territory of Lithuania settled in the city, then part of the Polish Republic, and began to build new institutions. The most famous was the Yivo, so-called from its Yiddish acronym which means “Yiddish Scientific Institute,” founded on Pohulanka Street (now Basanavičiaus gatvė) in 1925. Its major leader was Max Weinreich (1894—1969), a native of Goldingen, Courland (now Kūldiga, Latvia), who married the teacher Regina Shabad, daughter of the renowned Vilna Jewish doctor, Tsemakh Shabad, whose horse-and-wagon trips around the countryside to treat sick children of all faiths for free, made him a legend in the region. The Yivo published many collective volumes of top notch scholarship, all of it in Yiddish.


The result of the new developments was, in the last decades before the war, a broadening of the kinds of Lithuanian Jewish identity. There continued to be the “quiet majority” of traditional religious Jews, for whom the highest ideal continued to be traditional Talmudic scholarship and its famous Lithuanian yeshivas. 


But there was also the very special Lithuanian Zionists, who were renowned in world Jewry for an incomparable knowledge of Hebrew. 


Then there were the Yiddishists around the world who looked to the world center of higher Yiddish secular culture, Vilna, for their inspiration and guidance.


What united and continues to unite all Litvaks, whatever their religious, linguistic and cultural tendency, is first of all language. Lithuanian Yiddish (known simply as Litvish in Yiddish), is different from the southern varieties of Polish and Ukrainian Yiddish. When someone opens his or her mouth, it is obvious in a few seconds whether he or she is a Litvak. Modern literary Yiddish is based largely on this dialect, and the pronunciation almost entirely on it. 

In addition to language, there is a rich folklore. The staunch opposition of Lithuanian Jewry to the emotion-based, ecstasy-providing, belief-in-the-rebbe foundations of Hasidism has been linked in Jewish folklore with the stereotypical image of the Litvak. He or she is meant to be scholarly, serious, dryish, deeply skeptical, emotionally withheld, with an acerbic piercing humor (including self deprecating humor).The traditional Litvak is known for hiding emotions and maintaining outward equanimity in the face of whatever life may throw up. Among Polish and Ukrainian Jews, the stereotypical Litvak, as the great Polish Yiddish writer Y. L. Peretz put it in one of his best known stories, has “a heart of iron”, is somewhat humorless, and above all, lacks the deep unquestioning belief of his southern counterparts. Hence the southerners disparagingly (but humorously) called a Litvak a  tséylem-kóp  (someone with a cross in their head, in other words, not an unquestioning utterly devout believer; according to an alternative popular folkloristic explanation, it is because the Litvak will stretch himself in width and in breadth like a cross, in other words in all directions, in order to get the bottom of something; he or she is not content to give up trying to find out the truth about something or some subject).


Now, sixty years after the Holocaust, there are stubbornly surviving remnants of the various Litvak identities. There are the great Lithuanian yeshivas (as they are known) in America, Israel and elsewhere. As fate would have it, one of the world’s strongest and biggest Jewish movements is Chabad-Lubavitch, deriving from that special late eighteenth century blend of Lithuanian Jewish scholarship and hasidic rapture. Secular Yiddish culture survives but is struggling against the odds, as the last great masters who grew up in the pre-Holocaust civilization of Eastern Europe now disappear before our eyes. More and more university-based groups, Jews and non-Jews, are studying modern secular Yiddish literature and culture, and it is in danger of slipping from a vibrant living culture to an academic one. Still, hearty efforts are underway, among small groups internationally, to preserve what can be preserved.


Last but not least there is a definitive and very special Litvak identity to be discerned among the older generation of surviving Jews in modern Lithuania, Belarus, Latvia and northern Ukraine. These “last Litvaks in their land” are often spending their last years in poverty, loneliness and with a feeling of having been forgotten by history. It is important to preserve their memories, dialects, folklore and worldview, and to bring them some cheer in any way possible. 
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